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Foreword
We are delighted to present the 2013 Snapshot of Australian primary health 
care research. This publication reports 
on the eight Centres of Research 
Excellence funded by the Primary 
Health Care Research, Evaluation and 
Development (PHCRED) Strategy. 
The Government, through the 
PHCRED Strategy, supports the 
important contribution that primary 
health care research is making to our 
health system. Innovative thinking, 
informed by the best evidence, can 
have significant benefits for our 
wellbeing, and can help to reduce the 
burden on the hospital system. 
This Strategy is delivered through 
two organisations: the Primary Health 
Care Research & Information Service
(PHC RIS) at Flinders University, and 
the Australian Primary Health Care 
Research Institute (APHCRI) at the 
Australian National University.
PHC RIS undertakes a broad range 
of knowledge translation, sharing and 
exchange activities, and has played a 
key role in helping both the creators 
and users of research access and 
apply primary health care evidence to 
practice.
APHCRI, as part of its role in providing 
leadership in primary health care 
research and administration, has 
established a range of funding 
mechanisms including short-term 
funding “streams” and fellowships. 
More recently, APHCRI has 
established a network of eight 
Centres of Research Excellence. 
These Centres are funded to 
coordinate innovative, high quality 
and multidisciplinary research in 
primary health care policy and 
system improvement. They pursue 
collaborative research and develop 
research capacity in primary health 
care services on themes aligned 
with the primary health care reform 
agenda.
Furthermore, APHCRI actively works 
with the Centres’ researchers to 
increase the adoption of their research 
into policy and practice. 
The research being conducted by 
the Centres covers: access to care, 
microsystem integration, Indigenous 
chronic disease care, the prevention 
and management of chronic  diseases 
in rural and remote populations, urban 
Aboriginal child health, the finance 
and economics of primary care, 
primary oral health care, and obesity 
management and prevention. This 
Snapshot tells their stories to date.
Primary health care research is vital 
for driving improvements to benefit all 
Australians, and we applaud all the 
researchers in these eight Centres of 
Research Excellence for their work. 
Ellen McIntyre, Director 
Primary Health Care Research & 
Information Service
Robert Wells, Director 
Australian Primary Health Care 
Research Institute
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2Practice makes perfect in the new world of primary health
About the Centre
The Centre of Research Excellence 
in Primary Health Care Microsystems 
aims to help Australia’s primary 
health care system move from a 
series of disparate sectors to an 
integrated whole by addressing 
a range of quality, governance, 
performance and sustainability 
issues identified within the national 
health reform agenda. 
Signif icant f indings
To date the Centre has developed 
Australia’s first online Primary 
Care Practice Improvement Tool 
(PC-PIT), which uses a whole-
of-practice approach to enhance 
quality, performance measurement, 
sustainability and integration within 
the primary health care system. 
The tool is currently being trialled 
and is designed to work within the 
existing quality improvement cycles 
of primary health care microsystems 
for ease-of-use.
The Centre has also investigated 
the range of factors that influence 
patient safety and quality of care 
within general practice, and will 
publish a patient safety collaborative 
handbook in late 2013.
Impact on health pol icy and 
system improvement
The Centre is contributing to 
new and existing policies around 
quality, performance management, 
accreditation and patient safety 
within the primary health care sector, 
all of which have been identified by 
the Australian Government as high 
reform priorities. By identifying the 
characteristics of high-performing 
general practices, the Centre aims to 
inform ongoing system improvement 
that delivers timely access to health 
care for all Australians, sufficient 
choice in provider, continuity of care, 
inter-sectoral coordination, and a 
high level of patient engagement.
 In 2001, the Primary 
Care International Study 
of Medical Errors reported 
that 32% of patient errors in 
Australian general practices 
resulted in patient harm. 
Our goal is to develop a 
safer primary health system 
that reduces patient risk 
and guarantees world-class 
treatment for all. 
 
~ Professor James Dunbar, 
Deputy Director 
The Centre of Research 
Excel lence in Pr imar y Health 
Care Microsystems
Director :
Professor Claire Jackson, Head, 
Discipline of General Practice, 
School of Medicine, University of 
Queensland
Headquar ters:
Discipline of General Practice, 
School of Medicine, University of 
Queensland
Funding Per iod:
February 2011 – December 2014
Find out more about this Centre on 
the ROAR database: 
www.phcris.org.au/organisation/3455
Photo courtesy Robert Brook / Alamy
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3Levelling the rural health landscape
About the Centre
The Centre of Research Excellence 
in Rural and Remote Primary Health 
Care aims to improve access to 
quality primary health care services
for all people living in rural and remote
regions of Australia. It also aims to
evaluate and benchmark key aspects
of sustainable primary health care 
services in different rural and remote 
contexts, and use this information to 
improve health outcomes and guide 
resource allocation.
Signif icant f indings
Unacceptable levels of inequity 
and poor access to health care 
still characterise rural and remote 
Australia, due to a lack of empirical 
evidence and a failure to translate 
what is known about successful 
rural health models into policy. To 
date the Centre has pioneered an 
’Index of Access‘ to primary health 
care services, and is developing 
a comprehensive framework for 
evaluating these services to ensure 
their long-term appropriateness and 
sustainability.
The Centre is also investigating a set 
of core primary health care services 
that all Australians should be able to 
access regardless of their location.
Impact on health pol icy and 
system improvement
The Centre’s research into access 
and workforce recruitment 
and retention has already had 
a significant impact on the 
development of rural and remote 
health policy.  The Senate Enquiry 
into the ”factors affecting the 
supply of health services and 
medical professionals in rural 
areas” has referenced the Centre’s 
research extensively, and this 
work continues to influence high-
level decision-making relating to 
resource allocation in rural and 
remote areas. It is hoped that the 
Centre’s evaluation framework will 
provide policy-makers with a robust 
tool for monitoring and evaluating 
the performance and sustainability 
of primary health care services in 
rural and remote regions, thereby 
improving equity and access to
primary health care for all Australians.
 People who live in 
remote areas have higher 
levels of illness and less 
access to health care 
than people who live in 
major cities. Our aim is 
to overcome this 
inequity, improve access 
and significantly improve 
the wellbeing of all 
rural Australians. 
 
~ Professor John Wakerman, Director 
The Centre of Research 
Excel lence in Rura l and 
Remote Pr imar y Health Care
Director :
Professor John Wakerman, Director, 
Centre for Remote Health, Flinders 
University and Charles Darwin 
University
Headquar ters:
School of Rural Health, 
Monash University
Funding Per iod:
March 2011 – March 2014
Find out more about this Centre on 
the ROAR database: 
www.phcris.org.au/organisation/4573
Photo courtesy Patrick Ward / Alamy
   p a g e  8  |  S n a p s h o t  o f  A u s t r a l i a n  p r i m a r y  h e a l t h  c a r e  r e s e a r c h  2 0 1 3 S n a p s h o t  o f  A u s t r a l i a n  p r i m a r y  h e a l t h  c a r e  r e s e a r c h  2 0 1 3  |  p a g e  9
About the Centre
The Centre of Research Excellence 
in Chronic Disease Prevention in 
Rural and Remote Communities 
was established to reduce the 
incidence and impact of chronic 
disease in isolated populations, with 
a special focus on diabetes, heart 
disease and renal disease. The 
Centre aims to innovate and evaluate 
community-based interventions that 
will improve food supply and help 
combat obesity, smoking, drug and 
alcohol abuse and poor nutrition. To 
achieve this, the Centre is following 
a cohort of adults and children from 
rural and remote communities in 
South Australia and Queensland 
over an extended period of time, 
and assessing the health impact 
of primary health care initiatives on 
chronic disease management at 
each stage of the care continuum.
Signif icant f indings
The Centre has found that one third 
of participating Torres Strait Islander 
adults with diabetes do not manage
their condition optimally (HbA1c >8.5%),
4Building a highway to health in the outback 
and only half of these adults receive 
insulin. This compares to less than 
10% in a national sample (AusDIAB). 
The Centre has also found that many 
smoking interventions implemented 
in Indigenous communities are 
having a very low impact on 
behavioural change because of 
poor execution. In addition, research 
to date confirms that remote 
populations over-rely on nutrient-
fortified white bread as their primary 
source of vitamins and minerals, 
which does not meet nutritional 
standards, and which is a major 
source of excessive salt in the diet.
Impact on health pol icy and 
system improvement
While the Centre was only established
in 2012, it hopes to have an impact 
on the quality of chronic care 
provided by rural health services, 
and help reduce disease progression 
and avoidable hospitalisations. 
Research findings will also be used 
to inform tobacco control initiatives, 
nutrition interventions and Alcohol 
Management Plans in remote 
communities.
 People in remote 
communities have a much 
higher risk of chronic disease, 
hospitalisation, and death. 
Our aim is stop disease 
progression in its tracks and 
give rural Australians longer 
and healthier lives.
~ Professor Robyn McDermott, 
Director
The Centre of Research 
Excel lence in Chronic 
Disease Prevent ion in Rura l 
and Remote Communit ies
Director :
Professor Robyn McDermott, 
Professor of Public Health, Sansom 
Institute for Health Research, 
University of South Australia 
and the School of Public Health, 
Tropical Medicine and Rehabilitation 
Sciences, James Cook University
Headquar ters:
Sansom Institute for Health 
Research, University of South 
Australia and the School of Public 
Health, Tropical Medicine and 
Rehabilitation Sciences, James 
Cook University
Funding Per iod:
September 2011 – September 2015
Find out more about this Centre on 
the ROAR database: 
www.phcris.org.au/organisation/4587
Photo courtesy Travelscape Images / Alamy
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5
About the Centre
The Centre of Research Excellence 
for Indigenous Primary Care 
Intervention Research in Chronic 
Disease aims to improve the health 
of Indigenous Australians suffering 
from diabetes, heart disease and 
kidney disease, including those at 
risk of these conditions. Researchers 
at the Centre are collaborating 
with Aboriginal Medical Services 
to investigate the barriers to quality 
primary health care, and evaluate 
strategies to improve the availability, 
quality and safety of this care. 
Importantly, the Centre is helping to 
build the capacity of the community 
and current health-care services 
to conduct high-quality research in 
chronic disease prevention.
Signif icant f indings
The Centre is part of the 
previously-established Kanyini 
Vascular Collaboration (KVC) and 
has documented gaps between 
evidence and practice in the primary 
care screening and management 
of Indigenous Australians at high 
vascular risk.
Through its work with the KVC, the 
Centre has identified significant 
barriers to, and enablers of, chronic 
disease management across the 
care continuum. This work includes 
completion of a multi-centre, 
randomised-controlled trial across 
urban, rural and remote settings to 
explore whether a polypill-based 
strategy improves medication 
adherence amongst people at high 
vascular risk. Findings from this trial are 
expected to be published in late 2013.
Impact on health pol icy and 
system improvement
The Centre has sought to examine 
the utility and effectiveness of the 
Australian Government’s ‘Closing 
the Gap’ package within the primary 
health care sector, and inform its
future evolution. Through its focus on
capacity building, the Centre also 
aims to help current primary health 
care services respond and adapt to
health reform over time, and equip 
them with the necessary systems and
skills to effectively identify, manage 
and prevent chronic conditions in 
their local Indigenous communities.  
Removing roadblocks to recovery in Indigenous Australia
 About 80% of the 
mortality gap between 
Indigenous and other 
Australians aged 35–74 
years is due to preventable 
chronic diseases. Our 
goal is to address this gap 
and remove the obstacles 
in the path of longevity 
and wellness among our 
Indigenous population.
 
~ Professor Alex Brown, 
Director
The Centre of Research 
Excel lence for Indigenous 
Pr imar y Care Inter vent ion 
Research in Chronic Disease
Director :
Professor Alex Brown, Theme 
Leader, Aboriginal Health Research, 
South Australian Health and Medical 
Research Institute
Headquar ters:
South Australian Health and Medical 
Research Institute, The George 
Institute for Global Health Australia, 
Menzies School of Health Research 
and the Baker IDI Heart and 
Diabetes Institute Central Australia
Funding Per iod:
December 2011 – December 2014
Find out more about this Centre on 
the ROAR database: 
www.phcris.org.au/organisation/4585
Photo courtesy Kanyini Vascular Collaboration
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About the Centre
The Centre of Research Excellence in
Urban Aboriginal Child Health aims 
to understand the health needs and
health trajectories of urban Aboriginal
children and to identify barriers to best-
practice primary health care. While 
many studies have looked at the health
trends of rural and remote communities,
little is known about their urban 
counterparts. This is despite the fact
that 60% of the health gap between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
Australians has been attributed to the
health of Indigenous communities living
in cities. The Centre is using data 
collected from Aboriginal Community
Controlled Health Services to determine
the quality of health care administered
for ear health, speech development, 
chronic disease and emotional 
health, and develop strategies to 
improve services in these areas.
Signif icant f indings
The Centre is still in the early phases 
of planning and implementation, but
has successfully completed a 
comprehensive review on the hearing
and speech development of Aboriginal
Keeping an ear to the ground on Indigenous child health
children from four urban areas. The
Centre builds on findings of the SEARCH
program (Study of Environment on
Aboriginal Resilience and Child Health),
the first large-scale study into the 
health of Aboriginal children living in
urban communities in New South Wales.
SEARCH researchers have so far 
determined that 37% of the children 
in their study (418/1126) suffer from 
middle ear disease, and that 46% 
(172/375) have delayed speech skills.
The Centre aims to use this discovery
to focus its research and contribute
to improved health-care interventions.
Impact on health pol icy and 
system improvement
One of the Centre’s core mandates 
is to facilitate the uptake of research 
evidence in a data-driven quality 
improvement program called EQUAL 
(Ensuring Quality in Urban Aboriginal 
heaLth). The program is designed to 
be implemented at the participating 
Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Health Services, and provide the 
infrastructure to ensure that the Centre’s
findings have the maximum impact 
on state and national health policy.
 Australian Aboriginal 
children experience more 
middle ear infections than 
other children around 
the world. We aim to find 
out why, and help the 
government reverse this 
trend within a decade.
~ Professor Emily Banks, Director 
The Centre of Research 
Excel lence in Urban 
Abor iginal Chi ld Health
Director :
Professor Emily Banks, Head, 
Chronic Disease Epidemiology 
Group, National Centre for 
Epidemiology and Population Health, 
Australian National University 
Headquar ters:
National Centre for Epidemiology 
and Population Health, Australian 
National University 
Funding Per iod:
January 2012 – January 2015
Photo courtesy Wurli-Wurlinjang Health Service
Find out more about this Centre on 
the ROAR database: 
www.phcris.org.au/organisation/4586
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About the Centre
The Centre of Research Excellence 
in Primary Oral Health Care was 
established to benefit marginalised 
Australians who do not have 
adequate access to dental care 
and whose poor oral health may 
be impacting their physical, mental 
and social wellbeing. The goal of 
the Centre is to undertake research 
that informs critical changes to oral 
health policy and helps improve 
the oral and general health of rural 
and regional residents, Indigenous 
Australians, frail and older people, 
and Australians with physical and 
intellectual disabilities. 
Signif icant f indings
The newly-established Centre has 
already completed an international 
comparative analysis of oral health 
policy in OECD countries. It has 
also used software-based methods 
to scope and quantify the entire 
corpus of oral health research and 
relationships between this body of 
evidence and explicit oral health 
policy statements. This study found 
that within the eight countries with
explicit national oral health policy 
statements (including Australia), the 
policy-research divide in oral health 
was large. In these countries, oral 
health policy focused on the socio- 
economic determinants of health, 
but lacked a sound evidence-based 
framework for understanding and 
addressing these determinants. 
The study also identified a lack of 
innovative and evidence-based 
prevention strategies and workforce 
development models. 
Impact on health pol icy and 
system improvement
The Centre is generating innovative 
research that addresses priority 
areas identified in Australia’s 
National Oral Health Plan. Future 
work will focus on building a 
successful national oral health policy 
framework that addresses key policy 
objectives and includes foundational 
evidence for these objectives. The 
framework will also recommend 
suitable processes for consulting 
disadvantaged groups, and refer to 
exemplars of sound policy models 
for ‘best practice’ reform.
7Filling the gaps in Australia’s oral health
 Expenditure on dentistry 
in Australia was $7.7 billion 
in 2009-10, or 7.5% of total 
health funding. Our aim is 
to inform policy that will 
improve the oral health of 
disadvantaged Australians 
and enhance their overall 
quality of life. 
 
~ Associate Professor David 
Brennan, Chief Investigator A
Find out more about this Centre on 
the ROAR database: 
www.phcris.org.au/organisation/4978
The Centre of Research 
Excel lence in Pr imar y Oral 
Health Care
Chief Invest igator A:
Associate Professor David Brennan, 
Deputy Director, Australian Research 
Centre for Population Oral Health, 
University of Adelaide 
Headquar ters:
Australian Research Centre for 
Population Oral Health, University of 
Adelaide 
Funding Per iod:
July 2012 – July 2016
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About the Centre
The Centre for Obesity Management 
and Prevention Research Excellence 
in Primary Health Care aims to inform 
new guidelines that will prevent and 
manage obesity in disadvantaged 
populations across Australia. It is 
the only research centre focused 
solely on the wellbeing of socially 
and economically vulnerable 
groups, where the incidence of 
obesity has increased the most. 
The Centre is addressing key gaps 
in current knowledge about obesity 
prevention across the lifecycle, 
the role of allied health services in 
weight management, and the part 
that Medicare Locals and existing 
population health programs can play 
in obesity prevention.
Signif icant f indings
The Centre has found that referral to 
weight loss interventions provided 
by allied health practitioners occur 
too infrequently to have widespread 
impact, and that the degree to which 
patients are able to access and use
health information plays a crucial part
in their ability to manage their weight.
The team has also identified many 
barriers to the success of weight 
management initiatives, and the 
fact that little research exists 
on how these barriers can be 
overcome. These findings will be 
used to innovate more appropriate 
weight control programs for 
socioeconomically disadvantaged 
Australians in the community.
Impact on health pol icy and 
system improvement
The Centre’s findings have already 
been used to inform the LiGHT 
project (Literacy Gap in Health 
among Target population), which 
is being conducted by Medicare 
Locals in Inner West Sydney and 
East Sydney. This project aims to 
increase levels of health literacy 
among disadvantaged communities 
in inner Sydney. The Centre’s 
research will also be used to inform 
the Australian Government’s National 
Preventative Health Strategy and 
the implementation of the new 
Obesity Prevention and Management 
Guidelines produced by National 
Health and Medical Research 
Council.
8Reducing the weight of obesity
 A quarter of the 
Australian population is 
obese and this proportion 
has increased in all age 
groups by 1% every year 
for the past 30 years. We 
are focused on innovating 
changes to current health 
services that will protect 
high risk groups from this 
obesity epidemic. 
 
~ Professor Mark Harris, Director
Find out more about this Centre on 
the ROAR database: 
www.phcris.org.au/organisation/4979
The Centre for Obesity 
Management and Prevent ion 
Research Excel lence in 
Pr imar y Health Care
Director :
Professor Mark Harris, Executive 
Director, Centre for Primary Health 
Care and Equity, University of New 
South Wales 
Headquar ters:
Centre for Primary Health Care and 
Equity, University of New South 
Wales 
Funding Per iod:
July 2012 – June 2016
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About the Centre
The Centre of Research Excellence 
in the Finance and Economics of 
Primary Care aims to use cutting- 
edge economic and econometric 
techniques to answer key questions 
about how primary health care is 
financed in Australia, and how this 
could be improved. Health systems 
around the world are exploring how 
to use blended payment systems 
to achieve better value for their 
communities, but so far there is 
little high quality research evidence 
to inform how such developments 
can be best adapted in Australia. 
The Centre aims to fill this gap by 
evaluating international models and 
demonstrating how new initiatives 
may affect the utilisation and costs 
of health care and improve the 
patient experience.
Signif icant f indings
So far the Centre has found that 
new financial incentives such as
service incentive payments (SIPs) are 
successful in reinforcing behavioural 
change, but are less able to motivate 
completely new behaviours among 
patients and health care providers. 
There are many complexities 
in the design and operation of 
financial incentives in Australia and 
overseas: their impact is mixed and 
they carry the risk of unintended 
consequences. 
Impact on health pol icy and 
system improvement
The collaborating groups within the 
Centre have already contributed 
to the redesign of the Extended 
Medicare Safety Net, an initiative 
which provides an additional rebate 
for Australian families and singles 
who incur costs beyond a certain 
threshold for specific out-of-hospital 
services. Through the Centre, these 
groups aim to influence the way that 
new financing policies are developed 
for the primary health care sector 
moving forward.
9Determining dollars and sense in primary health care
 Over 80% of Australians 
visit a GP each year, 
while only 13% have been 
admitted to hospital. This 
is why primary health care 
should be the focus of 
health system reform, and 
why we are committed to 
innovating improvements to 
the way primary health care 
services are costed and 
paid for in the future. 
 
~ Professor Jane Hall, Director
The Centre of Research 
Excel lence in the Finance 
and Economics of Pr imar y 
Care
Director :
Professor Jane Hall, Director, Centre 
for Health Economics Research and 
Evaluation, University of Technology 
Sydney  
Headquar ters:
Centre for Health Economics 
Research and Evaluation, University 
of Technology Sydney 
Funding Per iod:
January 2013 – January 2016
Find out more about this Centre on 
the ROAR database: 
www.phcris.org.au/organisation/4977
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10Roll call of chief investigators
*Centre Director
**Centre Deputy Director
The Centre of Research 
Excel lence in Pr imar y Health 
Care Microsystems
Professor Claire Jackson, University of 
Queensland*
Professor James Dunbar, Greater 
Green Triangle University Department 
of Rural Health** 
Professor Paul Batalden, Dartmouth 
Medical School
Professor Jeffrey Fuller, Flinders 
University
Associate Professor Julie Johnson, 
University of New South Wales
Ms Caroline Nicholson, Mater Health 
Services
Dr Shelley Wilkinson, Mater Mothers’ 
Hospital
The Centre of Research 
Excel lence in Rura l and 
Remote Pr imar y Health Care
Professor John Wakerman, Flinders 
University and Charles Darwin 
University*
Emeritus Professor John Humphreys, 
Monash University 
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